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PAUL PRIBBENOW

Hospitality is Not Enough: Claims of Justice
in the Work of Colleges and Universities
Augsburg College educates students to be informed citizens, thoughtful stewards, critical thinkers, and responsible leaders.
The Augsburg experience is supported by an engaged community, committed to intentional diversity in its life and work.
An Augsburg education is defined by excellence in the liberal arts and professional studies, guided by the faith
and values of the Lutheran Church, and shaped by its urban and global settings.
The Augsburg College mission statement

Augsburg College’s founders chose as the college’s original motto
these words from the gospel of John: “And the Word became
flesh” (John 1:14). Today the motto is more relevant than ever
as it provides a theological framework for the college’s deep
commitment to access and hospitality while also challenging
the Augsburg community to explore and respond to the ways in
which the world is marked by systems and practices that are unfair
and unjust. We believe that the claim of hospitality demands that
we work for justice. I want to explore with you what this theological claim means for our mission and work as a college. How does
Augsburg College imagine its distinctive work as an expression of
faith in our particular location and context?
From the time of its founding, Augsburg has been a place of
great hospitality, which plays itself out in many ways because of
our character and our location. In particular, we have become
a place that is hospitable to students who have joined us from
communities of color, from first-generation families, and from
the city. That has changed the nature of our day-to-day life in
fundamental ways over the past three or four years as we have

lived into our mission commitment to intentional diversity and
the hospitality that enriches our life together. More recently, we
have been wrestling with the question: Is hospitality enough?
Is just the fact of welcoming enough, or, is there a reason why
the need to be welcomed demands more of us? As I started to
explore this question, I found that Augsburg is in fact a place
that is both hospitable and also very much dedicated to sending and equipping our students to go into the world to fight for
justice for those who are vulnerable and who do not have access.

Civility: The Etiquette of Democracy in Action
Let me begin with a claim—civility is democracy in action. The
theme of our coming together for this conference is the role of
civility in our common lives. For me, the concept of civility was
critical as we rewrote and adopted the college’s new mission statement in 2010 (printed above). The new mission statement says
that Augsburg College educates students to be informed citizens,
thoughtful stewards, critical thinkers, and responsible leaders.
The first outcome named is informed citizens, a deliberate choice
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made by the community and a part of our legacy of preparing and
equipping students to go out into the world—yes, for professions
and jobs and careers in a variety of areas, but also for their roles
as citizens in a democracy. This claim of civility as democracy in
action is especially vital in today’s society where civility is not one
of our most highly regarded values.
Civility is not only democracy in action but also the etiquette of
that democracy, as suggested by Stephen Carter, Yale Law School
professor. Carter says: “Civility…is an attitude of respect, even
love, for our fellow citizens.…Civility is the sum of sacrifices we are
called to make for the sake of living together….Rules of civility are
thus also rules of morality”(Carter xii). We shape citizens in many
ways—we teach them to vote and get involved, and we also teach
them the rules of living together and getting along with each other.
Carter has articulated several rules for democracy, and I lift
up a few here:
r 0VSEVUZUPCFDJWJMUPXBSEPUIFSTEPFTOPUEFQFOEPO
whether we like them or not.
r $JWJMJUZSFRVJSFTUIBUXFTBDSJđDFGPSTUSBOHFST OPUKVTUGPS
the people we know.
r $JWJMJUZIBTUXPQBSUTHFOFSPTJUZ FWFOXIFOJUJTDPTUMZ
and trust, even when there is risk.
r $JWJMJUZDSFBUFTOPUNFSFMZBOFHBUJWFEVUZOPUUPEPIBSN 
but an affirmative duty to do good.
r 8FNVTUDPNFJOUPUIFQSFTFODFPGPVSGFMMPXIVNBO
beings with a sense of awe and gratitude.
r $JWJMJUZSFRVJSFTUIBUXFMJTUFOUPPUIFSTXJUILOPXMFEHF
of the possibility that they are right and we are wrong.
[Wouldn’t that be significant!]
r $JWJMJUZSFRVJSFTSFTJTUBODFUPUIFEPNJOBODFPGTPDJBMMJGF
by the values of the marketplace. (Carter 277-86)
These are just seven out of his dozen rules, but you get a sense of
how the power of these “rules” integrates with the liberal arts,
with our spiritual and faith foundations, and with the moral
underpinnings for our work. Civility calls us to hospitality, yes, to
welcome people in; but civility also calls us to the work of justice,
because the fact is that we are not following these rules. We are
not being courteous to each other in this broad sense, and we need
to hold each other accountable for both hospitality and justice.
The late Letty Russell, a theologian and teacher at Yale,
writes in her Just Hospitality about bringing the two concepts of
hospitality and justice together: “Just hospitality is the practice
of God’s welcome by reaching out across difference to participate in God’s actions bringing justice and healing into our world
of fear and crisis of the ones we call ‘other’” (Russell 101). There
is a theological underpinning for civility, for this connection
between hospitality and justice.
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Hospitality and Justice in our Lutheran Colleges
I want to argue that the above claim about how civility
exceeds hospitality to include justice is important to all of
our Lutheran colleges, but especially to Augsburg. Our College
seal illustrates this. It points to the fact
that Augsburg links together three
important commitments—
the lamp of learning and
wisdom, the city skyline
reflecting our location, and,
of course, the cross as an
overarching guide. Even in
this visual mark, you see the
connection between hospitality and learning and their link
to our faith. This integration happens
in our academic programs, common life, and outreach—all of the
forms in which this commitment to hospitality and justice are
played out.
As mentioned above, Augsburg’s new mission statement has
been important for us to continually see how this commitment
to hospitality and justice is grounded in our mission. We educate students in a community that is engaged and committed to
intentional diversity in its life and work. We educate students with
commitments to excellence in the liberal arts and professional
studies, to the faith and values of the Lutheran Church, and to the
nature of our place in urban settings as well as globally. Important
conversations led to this mission statement, and it is critical that
we keep returning to the mission statement as the foundation for
our commitment to both hospitality and justice.

God’s Hospitality
I began by stating that Augsburg’s founding motto was John 1:14,
“And the Word became flesh,” which is printed on the wall plaque
outside our chapel. This founding idea is more relevant than ever,
both theologically—the Word did and does become flesh here in
this college and in this neighborhood—and practically, because
it leads us to think about the various forms in which we carry the
Word into the midst of our neighborhood and work. Many of us
would see that this is God’s ultimate act of hospitality: the Word
came into the world and became flesh. At the same time, we learn
from another part of the first chapter of John’s Gospel that God’s
hospitality was rejected. Thus, we are grounded in our call to hospitality and to justice. This incarnational thinking is critical as the
basis for the work of colleges. Our work is on the ground, in the
classroom, in the residence halls, on the athletic fields, out in the
neighborhood. But, it is also God’s work and we are called to God’s

work. We are called because the Word did become flesh, and as a
result we are freed to be neighbor to others, a critical part of the
Lutheran heritage that we all share.

Incarnation at Augsburg
Historically, this incarnational claim has been a very important part of the conversation at Augsburg. Augsburg grew out
of the Lutheran Free Church, a denomination that blended
Lutheran pietism and social responsibility. We embrace that
history, know that it is messy, and see the good in it, as well as
the places where it led us down paths that were not particularly fruitful. It is important that we claim that history and
know it has shaped us and our culture. Over the past 10 or 15
years the Augsburg community has done a fine job of thinking
through this history; from it, we renew our commitment to the
important concepts of caritas, civitas, and civility. Naming our
place, naming how this place in the city shapes the way that
we love each other and the world, and considering the ways
in which we live out the practices of citizenship—all of this
serves as a foundation for our calling as a college that embraces
hospitality and justice at the intersections of faith, learning,
and service.

“We are called because the Word did
become flesh, and as a result we are
freed to be neighbor to others, a critical
part of the Lutheran heritage that we
all share.”
In 1938, Augsburg President Bernhard Christensen’s
inaugural address was titled “The Word Became Flesh.” In
that speech, he wrote, “Yet for those who have caught its spirit,
Christianity does uphold the highest ideals for service and
sacrifice on behalf of [humans] in the world.” The commitment to the city was lived out in the 1940s under President
Christensen. He served on (then mayor) Hubert Humphrey’s
Human Rights Commission in Minneapolis. Later in the sixties when Oscar Anderson was president, sociology professor
Joel Torstenson and some of his colleagues defined our role
in the city and founded many signature programs like metrourban studies, social work, and sociology. More recently, faculty like Garry Hesser, and now Lars Christianson and Nancy
Fischer, continue this tradition in meaningful ways.

A couple of years ago, I wrote something a bit more flippant about hospitality and justice: “Genuine hospitality
offers mercy so that it might know the mercy that comes from
engagement with others. If it was just about welcoming people
… well, then, we might as well be a hotel” (Pribbenow 24).
Hospitality is good—we care deeply about it— but there has to
be something more, and that is the claim of justice that serves
as a foundation for our work. At Augsburg, we have a statement of our vocation, “We believe we are called to serve our
neighbor.” Faith, learning, and service, linked in those eight
words, represent our institutional calling.

The Forms That Hospitality Takes
Hospitality takes many different forms for us, and it is critical
to get beyond the notion that hospitality is just how we greet
people at the front door or serve the potluck supper in the
basement. The much broader claim on us is our openness to the
stranger. This is a critical part of our daily life and experience,
especially in this neighborhood, as we are faced each day with
otherness and differences of religion, culture, and background.
This jarring passage from Laurel Dykstra, a Canadian theologian and educator, sums up some of the challenges of engaging
strangers. In her commentary on Matthew’s Gospel, she writes:
Prophets have no subtlety, no appreciation for the daily compromises required for getting along. And while truly good
people don’t trash the place, they can make you really look
at your own life and upset your routine. Disciples and little
ones are perhaps the worst of all. You know who they are:
no money, no bag, no coat, bad-smelling, and talking about
mercy. To get a cup of cold water, they have to come right into
the kitchen. (Dykstra 48)
That’s what otherness does to us. To be challenged with otherness so that you look at your own life critically is at the heart of
authentic education. I emphasize this claim because colleges,
given the more transient nature of their communities, can be great
lovers of random acts of service. But most essential is that we try
to help students understand how this commitment to hospitality
is a way of life; it’s not simply random acts of kindness, it is a way
of life. We integrate this notion into our work with students, so
that when they become an accountant or a teacher or preacher
or social worker—whatever they choose to do with their lives as
their vocational journey unfolds—included is this commitment to
embracing otherness as a part of that calling.
Along the same lines, Father Daniel Homens, a Benedictine
monk, and Lonni Collins Pratt describe what it was like for the
monks of St. Benedict Monastery to open their worship lives to
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the public, when they had long seen themselves only as “professional pray-ers,” watching the world from afar:
It is easy to pray for “the world” and “God’s people” when
you don’t have to look into their tear-reddened eyes or fetch
more toilet paper after mass on Sunday. Something sacred
and unexpected has happened since we opened our doors
and our hearts … we have become a part of each other’s lives.
(Homens and Collins Pratt 84)
Being truly hospitable opens us to a kind of messiness that
becomes an integral part of life.

Hospitality Creates Free Space
Henri Nouwen extends this claim about hospitality when
he writes:

these important words from the Reverend Martin Luther King
Jr.’s speech popularly named, “How Long? Not Long”:
I know you’re asking today, “How long will it take?”
Somebody’s asking how long will presidents blind the
visions of men. I’ve come to say to you this afternoon I
have a different goal of the moment. However frustrating
the hour, it will not be long because truth across the Earth
will rise again. How long? Not long, because no lie can
live forever. How long? Not long, because you shall reap
what you sow. How long? Not long, truth was ever on the
scaffold, wrongs were ever on the throne. If that scaffold
sways in the future behind that ever stands God within the
shadow keeping watch of his own. How long? Not long,
because the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends
toward justice.1

Hospitality is the creation of free space where a stranger
can enter and become a friend instead of an enemy.
Hospitality is not to change people, but to offer space
where change can take place….The paradox of hospitality
is that it wants to create emptiness, not a fearful emptiness, but a friendly emptiness where strangers can enter
and find themselves free; free to sing their own songs,
speak their own languages, dance their own dances; free to
leave and follow their own vocations. (Nouwen 71-72)

We remember people like Dr. King who inspire us to think this
way about our lives of faith in the world.

This is what Augsburg does. We create the space for our students
to find and discern their vocations and then to leave and follow
them wherever that may lead them.
This is God’s plan, and there is a long horizon to this work.
Hospitality is the first step in the broader claim of what God’s
plan or intentions are for the world. This has been a key part of
our work over the past five years, particularly as we mourned the
murder of our student three years ago this fall. It is the only time
an Augsburg student, faculty, or staff member has been murdered
in this neighborhood, and it happened while he was doing the
good work of tutoring kids at a local community center. This
was a critical issue for our community to struggle with, and it
led us to think about what this tragedy means for who we are as
God’s people and how we build community here.

“Education off of the main road” is a phrase I first coined after a trip
to one of our global sites in Africa last fall. I was sitting in a fancy
restaurant on the top of a hill overlooking Windhoek, Namibia,
where we have had study programs for 16 years. We had spent a
whole day visiting several horrendous places around the city that
were villages of people who had moved in from their kin villages.
We had seen a lot of misery, disease, and poverty, yet we were in this
fancy restaurant looking over the lights of the city. One of the folks
who was joining us for dinner asked, “What did you do today?” I
explained what we had seen and done, visiting AIDS clinics and
tin-roofed temporary villages, and he said, “It’s good that you have
been off of the main road, because in Namibia if you’d stayed on the
main road, you wouldn’t know what we are challenged with.” That
became for me a metaphor of the kind of education and curricular
plan we offer—we take students off the main road.
Our education in the community begins with our curricular
plan. This arch depicts the College’s curriculum, including the
Focus on Engaging Minneapolis and the Augsburg Experience.
We have two Search for Meaning courses on vocation; the
liberal arts foundation across the curriculum; electives and
major coursework; and Keystone course that ties it all together.
This commitment to educating students and challenging them

The Arc of the Moral Universe
One of the ways we were able to change that conversation was to
point to a wider arc, an arc of the moral universe in God’s plan
for the world that is not necessarily focused on just what happens tomorrow or next week but what God intends for us and
how we live into that. This became a powerful part of our experience in the aftermath of the murder, and we found guidance in
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The Work of Justice and Our Colleges
As to hospitality and justice in the context of the work of our
colleges, four components will give you a sense of how Augsburg
is thinking about this nexus.

(1) Education Off the Main Road

to think outside of the mainstream in various ways is embedded
in this curricular plan. In this commitment to education off the
main road there is a real experiential bias, for which this college
has been recognized for at least 50 years.
We fit experience into the students’ coursework—internships,
service learning, a whole variety of techniques—but it is all
about learning. A persuasive statistic illustrates this: the power
of knowledge retention soars to 75% when it is practiced by
doing compared to retention of 20% when learning is simply by
listening. That is why community engagement is among the most
powerful learning experiences our students have.
Furthermore, our curriculum also contains a commitment
to exposing our students to injustice that challenges the ways
they see the world. What they see and how they experience
unfairness in the world is then linked to learning through
a critical pedagogy, which our Center for Global Education
(CGE) does so well with its Circle of Praxis. Participants start
with an experience, go to reflection and analysis, then gather
new information, have new experiences, and continue to reflect.
Ultimately they take action and evaluate, and then return to
celebrate and prepare for other experiences. Anyone who has
been on a CGE trip knows how they teach—they put participants into the midst of the community, they do homestays,

they go to places that are very disturbing, especially compared
to American experiences, and these experiences are all part of
their ongoing educational experience.
We are also a teaching and learning community marked by
what educator Parker Palmer calls the “grace of great things,” a
notion signifying that when we come together:
rXFJOWJUFEJWFSTJUZ 
rXFFNCSBDFBNCJHVJUZ 
rXFXFMDPNFDSFBUJWFDPOĔJDU
rXFQSBDUJDFIPOFTUZ 
rXFFYQFSJFODFIVNJMJUZ BOE
rXFCFDPNFGSFF 1BMNFS

(2) Co-created Common Life
The second component of the work of justice in our colleges
focuses on our common life. Most college communities in their
daily life teach students how to treat each other, how to get along,
how to solve their own problems. This is what we call co-creation
and focuses on how our students, faculty, and staff are involved in
creating the day-to-day life of the college. It is about sharing power
and modeling democracy. Higher education has a long tradition of
this, but I think Augsburg has a specific bias around this because
of our Lutheran Free heritage.
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Some compelling examples of co-creation have begun to unfold
on our campus. Our entire Enrollment Center staff went through
a process last year working with coaches who helped them explore
ways they might change how they do their work—everything
from how their space is organized and hours they keep to how
they can build better team efforts. We asked them to solve their
own problems, which is a concrete example of co-creation. We
gave them back the privilege of doing their work and also the
responsibility of coming up with solutions. These are very simple
examples we are trying to model around campus.
This work is led by our Public Achievement program, which
teaches the skills and habits that accompany and sustain a change
in individuals from spectators to citizens. How in our day-to-day
life can we help people move from being observers or spectators to
being co-creators and engaged citizens?

(3) Abundance versus Entitlement
We also lift up the possibility of abundance in our lives
together over-and-against the commodification of education
and our culture’s sense of entitlement. When you put things
together in ways that make better things happen than could be
done individually, you bring your best resources to bear with
a sense of imagination and creativity. Augsburg models this
commitment to abundance in so many ways, e.g., in our partnerships with other organizations, and we recognize that when
we come together, we accomplish more for both institutions
than we could have done each on our own.

together and creating more fluid boundaries, both within the
campus and with other organizations outside the campus?
To fight for justice, we have to change not only the practices we
have employed over decades, but also the perspectives of those who
come to our institutions. I and my fellow private college colleagues
recently met with both the new University of Minnesota president and the new chancellor of the Minnesota State Colleges and
Universities system. One of the central themes of our discussions
was how in this great state, with all of our progressive ideas about
lots of different things, we have fallen into the trap of thinking
about higher education as a private right instead of a public good.
We have commodified education. We now have transactions with
students. They come to us and enter into economic relationships
as opposed to the original vision of colleges and universities that
offer a public good in order to serve democracy, serve society, and
serve our communities.
Michael Sandel’s recent book on justice points to four concepts about justice and the common good that he believes are
critical for our 21st century. He focuses on citizenship, sacrifice,
service, and the moral limits of markets. Markets are important,
but in fact, if our whole life is defined by markets, that’s going
to be a problem; the whole issue of inequality and how we work
together, going back to the concept of civic virtue about how
we are formed to be certain kinds of people; and then, what he
calls a politics of moral engagement (Sandel 263-69). These are
important concepts that are at the heart of how we think about
our life together on campus.

(4) Colleges as “Anchors”

“Colleges and universities are organized
on outdated models. How do we
imagine new ways of working
together and creating more fluid
boundaries, both within the campus
and with other organizations outside
the campus?”
I also believe higher education needs to pursue openness to
evolving social arrangements in order to thrive and respond to
public criticism about costs and efficiencies. We owe it to the
public to demonstrate that we are thinking through new ways
of doing our work in partnership with each other and with
other organizations. Colleges and universities are organized
on outdated models. How do we imagine new ways of working
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The last piece that relates to our vision for the college’s role in
neighborhood wellbeing is a movement that has begun to emerge
in urban areas such as Philadelphia, Cleveland, Boston, and other
places where colleges serve as anchor institutions. These colleges
have begun to think of themselves differently, not as places that
have all of the answers for the community, but places that want to
enter into mutual conversation and mutual benefit for each other
for the sake of the city and the neighborhood. The fundamental
challenge is overcoming academic hubris; we have to get beyond
our own arrogance. As we work to change our mindset, we begin
to engage our neighbors differently because we engage them as
fellow citizens and as potential members of our teaching and
learning community.
A woman on our staff recently took a group of our students
into the neighborhood. They were wandering the streets when she
happened to see Chester, a homeless man, whom she knows well.
She asked him if he would talk with her students. She could see
the fear in the students initially. Chester came over, took off his
hat, and spent twenty minutes giving them a history lesson about

the neighborhood. And all of those students learned something
from a new member of our faculty. Think about that. This was an
openness to being taught differently. Seeing the neighborhood as a
classroom is critical.
The anchor institution model also helps us think about our college as an economic engine in this neighborhood alongside of the
University of Minnesota, Fairview Hospital, and the businesses
down the street. We must move away from a charity model of our
relationships with the neighborhood, considering not simply what
we can do for them, but what we can do together.
Some very practical strategies are part of the anchor
movement concept—for instance, how we share people’s
time and talents. We recently won the Presidential Award for
Community Service, and one of the factors in our favor was
that we offered 225,000 hours of community service last year.
That is people on this campus—students faculty, and staff—
giving to the community in varied ways. Additional strategies
for anchor institutions include purchasing policies that support the local economy; claiming our place and how we take
care of and have pride in it. We also focus on the partnerships
and alliances that I’ve talked about. We are taking up these
sorts of practical strategies in our work as an anchor institution, working for hospitality and justice.

Loving the World—God’s Plan instead of Our Own
I end with where I began—how we love the world that God so
loves and so live into God’s intent for our lives. This gets back
to that notion of our institutional vocation as a college and how
we always are looking to discern what God calls us to be and
do. There are four simple, little quotes that sum up for me our
understanding of God’s plan.
The first is found in a wonderful passage from an oratorio
written by Lawrence Siegel called Kaddish, the Jewish prayers for
mourning. The words come from Rabbi Nachman of Breslov:
Nothing is as whole as a heart which has been broken.
All time is made up of healing of the world.
Return to your ships, which are your broken bodies.
Return to your ships, which have been rebuilt. (Siegel)
This is the text I used in my “9/11” tenth anniversary homily in
chapel to remind our community again that this work of healing
the world is God’s plan, and we have been called to it.
Another source of inspiration is from Dietrich Bonhoeffer:
[I]t is only by living completely in the world that one
learns to have faith….By this worldliness I mean living
unreservedly in life’s duties, problems, successes and

failures, experiences and perplexities. In so doing we
throw ourselves completely into the arms of God, taking
seriously not our own sufferings, but those of God in the
world—watching with Christ in Gethsemane. That, I
think, is faith;…that is how one becomes a human and a
Christian. (Bonhoeffer 369-70)
This commitment to the world is very real here at Augsburg. In
the mission conversations with faculty, in particular, there was
a real focus on how we educate—yes, it is educating informed
citizens, critical thinkers, responsible leaders, and thoughtful
stewards—but it is for the world that we educate students, and
we have to keep that in mind.
Then there is this lovely, little passage attributed to Teresa of
Avila, “Christ has no body now on earth but yours.”2 That gets
to the point! If the Word became flesh, we’re it now, and we are
living it out and we illustrate faith active in the world.
And, finally, the following passage from Reinhold Niebuhr
challenges us to remember again the horizon of our work:
Nothing worth doing is completed in our lifetime; therefore we are saved by hope. Nothing true or beautiful or
good makes complete sense in any immediate context of
history, therefore we are saved by faith. Nothing we do
however virtuous can be accomplished alone; therefore
we are saved by love. No virtuous act is quite as virtuous
from the standpoint of our friend or foe as from our own;
therefore we are save by the final form of love, which is
forgiveness. (Niebuhr 63)
Niebuhr’s words takes us back to our mission, the foundation
upon which Augsburg educates, the community we are trying to
create, and the impact we are hoping to have on the world. I am
to be a partner in that work with faculty members, staff members, regents, and other leaders and alums of this college who
care deeply about living into our mission to embrace hospitality
and justice. I’m privileged to tell their story.

Endnotes
1. Martin Luther King Jr. speech’s “How Long, Not Long,” also
referred to as “Our God is Marching On” was given March 25, 1965 at
the State Capitol, Montgomery, Alabama. It can be found at: http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=TAYITODNvlM
2. This prayer, attributed to Teresa of Avila (1515-1582), is cited often,
although its source remains unknown. See: http://www.journeywithjesus.
net/PoemsAndPrayers/Teresa_Of_Avila_Christ_Has_No_Body.shtml
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